[New hypotheses in asthma: the mastocytes].
Increasing progress has been made in the understanding of the biology of mast cells. The precursors of mast cells leave the bone marrow in a non-differentiated form as CD34+ cells. The presence of mast cells growth and differentiation factors controls in tissues maturation of different mast cells phenotypes. The main factors are the mast cell growth factor SCF (stem cell factor), NGF (Nerve Growth Factor), and IL-3 (Interleukin-3). The potential role of each of these factors in the airways is discussed. An altered production of these growth factors in the airways of asthmatic patients might be the cause of the presence of an increased number of mast cells and of phenotypic modifications in the bronchi of these patients.